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ABSTRACT
The present study is an attempt to examine if couples can recognize the body odor
of their significant other in a t-shirt worn for two days. Nine couples were in the
experimental group (couples who had been dating at least six months), while the control
group consisted of eight women and seven men (strangers to each other at the beginning
of the study). The hypothesis that previous experience improves correct olfactory
identification was not supported. When compared to women in the control group, men in
the control group were better at recognizing their own shirt. When compared to men in
the control group, women in the control group were better at identifying the shirt of a
specific male participant.
Pheromones are chemical signals excreted by a member of a certain species with
some behavioral effect on another member of that same species (Plateck, Burch, and
Gallup, 2001). Animals can, and do, use pheromonal means for communicating
important information between species. Pheromones can help a species communicate
fear and alarm (Chen and Haviland-Jones, 2000). Pheromones are also used as an
indicator of an animal's territory, identity, and fertility (Weller, 1998).
Not only are pheromones emitted by animals, pheromones can be detected as
natural human body odor (Kohl, Atzmueller, Fink, and Grammer, 2001). Weller (1998)
discovered that humans secrete these pheromone scents from different parts of their
bodies. Pheromones are generally sensed by pheromone receptors located in the
vomeronasal organ (VNO).
Body odors can provide important identifying information in humans (Weller,
1998). These substances may be secreted by the skin or glands and inhaled through the
nose (Michael and Keveme, 1968). It has been shown that pheromones emitted by
humans are sex communicators, and start to be produced in humans at puberty
(Kobayashi and Fisher, 1997). Both men and women rank body odor as the most
important component for sexual interest (Herz and Inzlicht, 2002).
There are individual differences in sensitivity to pheromones and consequently the
strength of the reaction (Stern and McClintock, 1998). There are also gender differences
in the reaction to pheromones. Men and women perceive the substance differently. Kirk-
Smith and Booth (1987) stated that previous experience with an odor, or in other words
learned associations, could help produce a memory for that odor. It is no surprise then,
that individuals are able to recognize their own body odor (Plateck, Burch, and Gallup,
2001). Not only do the odors have an association with memories, there is also a strong
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correlation between odors and the effect they have on moods (Chen and Haviland-Jones,
1999). If the odor is perceived as pleasant or familiar, a positive mood will arise.
Negative moods will be present if the odor is unpleasant.
If previous experience with a particular odor can produce an odor memory, couples
should be able to recognize the scent of each other. Couples should have enough
experience with each other to recognize their body odor. Their significant other might
cause a happy emotion when the smell is available; this might also produce recognition
of the odor. It is expected that couples will be able to recognize the body odor of their
signifieant other based on previous experience with the odor.
METHOD
Participants
Permission was received by professors to go into classes and recruit volunteers. The
total number of participants was 33 undergraduate college students. The experimental
group consisted of nine couples that had been dating at least six months. The control
group consisted of seven males and eight females who were unknown to each other,
other than being classmates. They were randomly assigned a specific other for the study.
The term "specific other" was used in place of "significant other" to identify randomly
assigned individuals in the control group. The control group was used to see if body odor
could be recognized based on minimal previous experience. Volunteers received extra
credit at the discretion of the professor as well as a free movie rental for their
participation.
Participation was based on three stipulations: (1) all participants were required to be
at least 18 years old, (2) participants in the experimental group were required to be in a
relationship for at least six months, and (3) participants in the control group did not
participate with a known specific other. This study followed American Psychological
Association's guidelines for ethical treatment of all participants.
Materials
Participants were provided with a new, fitted, white t-shirt. The t-shirts were marked
on the back of the tag for data coding purposes. A Ziploc storage bag was also provided
for purposes of storing the t-shirt. A two-ounce plastic cup filled with coffee beans was
provided for every participant during the study to clear the previous odors.
Procedure
Participants were given the t-shirt on Friday evening with instructions for the
weekend. Each participant was asked to shower prior to putting on the t-shirt and to have
the shirt on before 8:00 p.m. Participants were instructed not to use deodorant, lotion,
perfume, or any other personal products with an odor before putting on the shirt. This
was done to make sure the body odor was the only smell in the shirt. If the participants
planned on going out over the weekend, they were asked to wear something over the
shirt to prevent foreign smells on the shirt. Participants were instructed to wear the shirt
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the entire weekend without taking it off or showering. Participants were allowed to
remove the shirt at 8:00 a.m. on Sunday morning and store the shirt in the bag. Sunday
afternoon participants attempted to identify their own shirt as well as the shirt worn by
their significant or specific other.
Each participant smelled each shirt in the bag one time. Participants were not to
return to sniff previous shirts. Participants were asked to identify the shirt of their
significant or specific other and to identify their own shirt. For the control group, each
participant sniffed their assigned specific other in the hallway before entering the
research room. Based on this one smell, they were asked to identify the shirt of their
specific other. After smelling each shirt, participants inhaled the aroma of coffee beans to
clear the remaining scent of the previous pheromones.
RESULTS
Figure 1 shows the percent of correct identifications for the participants when
identifying their own shirt. Men in the control group had a 33% correct identification rate
for their own shirt, while women in the control group were correct 22% of the time.
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Figure 1. The percent of correct self-identification for males and females in experimental
and control groups.
Men in the experimental group had a 50% correct identification rate for their own shirt,
although women in the experimental group did not correctly identify any of their own
shirts. Women in the control group identified the shirt of their specific other with a
success rate of 42%. Men in the control group had a 17% success rate at identifying the
shirt of their specific other. Men in the experimental group were better at correctly
identifying their significant other (33% accurate) than were the women (22% accurate).
Figure 2 shows the percent of correct identification for significant or specific others.
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Figure 2. The percentof correctsignificant or specific other identification for malesand
females in experimental and control groups.
There was no significance in the frequency of identifyingshirts for self-identification
acrossgroups (2, N=33)=1.81,p>.05,nor for identification of shirtswornby
significantor specific others (2, N=33) =1.17, p>.05.
DISCUSSION
Men were slightlybetter at identifyingtheir own shirt and worse at identifyingthe
shirt of their significantor specificother.Womenin the control group did fairly well at
identifying the shirt of their specific othereventhoughtheydid not knowthe menbefore
the study. Why this happened is questionable. Women may havea stronger reactionto
smells (Stern and McClintock, 1998). There is a possibility that the smell of their
assigned malepartnermayhavebeenmoresalientbecause it wassomething new. The
originalhypothesis wasnot supported. Couples couldnot identifythe shirtof their
significant other.
There are some possibleconfoundsin the current study. Russell (1976)prohibited
participants fromwearing odorous products for 24 hourspriorto putting on the t-shirt. If
the participant had moretimeto perspire beforeputting on the shirt,the shirtwould have
a strongeraroma, makingit more identifiable. Plateck, Burch,and Gallup(2001)
prohibited participants fromeatinghighly odorous foods for 24 hourspriorto wearing
the t-shirt. These variables may have altered the present findings in that body odor may
not have been strong enough or masking smells may have been present.
The presentstudydid not controlfor smokers. Smokers haveimpaired olfactory
abilities, and that may have affected the participants' ability to identify the shirt. The
windows in the room of the study were open and the ventilation was poor. This may have
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affected the participants' ability to correctly identify shirts. Future investigators might
spend more time addressing why the men in this study were better at identification than
the men in past studies.
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